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This paper presents new bioarchaeological data obtained during the re-analysis of human skeletal
materials from the Early-Middle Neolithic Kretuonas 1 graves, excavated in 1980. The re-analysis
of 6 inhumation burials revealed the earliest-known cases from Lithuanian archaeological mate-
rial to show signs of perimortem cut-marks left on human bones. An evaluation of the first cases

of perimortem human bone cut-marks in the broader European archaeological context allowed
us to argue that different burial practices existed in Early-Middle Neolithic communities in the
present territory of Lithuania. What is more, we argue that different people received different
mortuary practices, and that their cadavers were handled in distinct ways.

Introduction

The burial traditions of past societies are among the most
widely researched themes in archaeology, as the evolution
of these traditions can tell us a lot about the conflicts and
diseases that certain societies had to live through, and
show economic and social changes. A lot of research has
been done on Stone Age burial traditions in the Baltic Sea
region. Pioneering research into the practices in burial
traditions, as opposed to the analysis of burials themselves
(i.e. the number of grave goods, biological sex and age of
the deceased, etc), of Stone Age Baltic Sea communities
was carried out by Liv Nilsson Stutz (2003). Nilsson Stutz
was the first to implement archaeothanatology in studies
of the burial traditions of Stone Age Baltic Sea commu-
nities, and later even contemplated the idea of the ‘Baltic
Way of Deatl’ (Nilsson Stutz 2010). The research done by
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Nilsson Stutz quickly attracted attention, and the re-analy-
sis of human skeletal remains from old excavations began.
Professional bioarchaeologists published fundamental
works concerning the burial traditions of Stone Age so-
cieties in Latvia (Nilsson Stutz et al., 2013), Sweden (Nils-
son Stutz 2010; Fahlander 2010) and Estonia (Torv 2016).
These authors showed that the bodies of people who died
in the Baltic Sea region during the Stone Age were not all
treated in the same way. Some burials were re-opened, and
certain body parts were removed after the decomposition
of soft tissues occurred. Skeletal elements were shown to
bear signs of cut-marks, suggesting that parts of the bod-
ies were removed from the corpses following death.
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Kretuonas 1

Figure 1. The situation of the Kretuonas 1B archaeological site. LIDAR based map (drawing by the author).

In Lithuanian archaeology, however, no attention has
been paid to the burial traditions of Stone Age commu-
nities. Typically, only descriptions of burials themselves
are given (Rimantiené 1996; Girininkas 2009), with one
attempt made by A. Butrimas, where he came up with the
groundless argument that a woman was sacrificed and
buried together with a ‘soothsayer’ in Donkalnis cemetery
(Butrimas 2012; Girininkas 2013).

This paper is the first attempt to analyse aspects of the bur-
ial traditions of Early-Middle Neolithic communities in
the present territory of Lithuania that have not previously
been discussed in archaeological literature. By revisiting
human skeletal remains from Kretuonas cemetery, we
analyse why we think different burial practices existed in
Early-Middle Neolithic communities in the present ter-

ritory of Lithuania, and corpses of different people were
treated in distinct ways. The results of these investigations
present an opportunity to further investigate the variabil-
ity of burial traditions.

Materials and methods

Archaeological sites situated around Lake Kretuonas in
northeast Lithuania are among the best-known Stone
Age localities in the east Baltic, because of extensive ex-
cavations that have yielded sites with the perfect pres-
ervation of archaeological finds (Girininkas et al., 1985;
Girininkas 1990; Brazaitis 2002a). More than 25 Stone
Age and Bronze Age sites were discovered on the shores
and islands of Lake Kretuonas and Zemaitigke, or on the
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Figure 2. A general view of the Kretuonas burials and their numbers (modified and re-drawn by the author, after Girininkas, 1985).

bed of the ancient rivulet connecting them. Most have a
very broad chronology, ranging from the Early Neolithic
(5500/5300-4400/4200 cal BC) to the Early Bronze Age
(2100/2000-1750 cal BC), and the different pottery found
at these sites has been classified as Narva, Comb Ware,
Globular Amphora and Corded Ware cultures. In 1980,
6 inhumation burials dated to the Early and Middle Neo-
lithic periods were discovered at the Kretuonas 1 site. It
lies on a sandy hillock, with Lake Kretuonas to the west,
and a small rivulet to the south (Fig. 1).

The site was first discovered in 1978, when the area was
ploughed. Ploughing resulted in the major disturbance of
cultural layers, so a clear stratigraphy was only partially
preserved. Inhumation burials, however, avoided distur-
bance and were found in situ (Fig. 2).

An initial report on the burials appeared in 1985, but af-
ter repeated investigations carried out in 2019, it became
clear that some specific features of the anthropological
materials had previously gone unnoticed. It became ap-
parent that the newly discovered anthropological features
had great potential to contribute to a better understand-
ing of the burial rituals during the Early-Middle Neolit-
hic. Firstly, skeletal remains were properly cleaned with a
dry brush to get a good view of the materials. Secondly, a
low magnification visual inspection was carried out. Six
individuals were analysed. The sex and age of the indi-
viduals was assessed using standard osteological tech-
niques (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994). The age at death in
adults was estimated using morphological changes in the
pubic symphyses and cranial suture closure. The skeletons
themselves are stored in the repository of Vilnius Univer-

sity.
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Figure 3. Views of the left humerus, with arrows showing the cut marks (a. medial view; b. anterior view; c. lateral view) (photo-

graph by the author).

Results

Low magnification visual inspection revealed intentional
and repetitive cases of perimortem cut-marks on the left
humerus (Figs. 3; 4) and the right femur (Figs. 5; 6) of in-
dividual from grave 2 (postcranial No 203C).

The individual from grave 2 was a 14 to 16-year-old ado-
lescent of unknown sex. The left humerus had 4 separate
cuts, the right femur had 3 cuts. The cuts were made with
a fine sharp-edged tool. Their positioning allowed us to
determine that the diaphysis of the bones were cut along
their longitudinal axis first, and then broken transversely.
These are not the type of cut-marks that are usually associ-
ated with bone splitting for marrow extraction (Kooyman
2004, Outram 2001). This is currently the only known
case from Lithuanian prehistory of a human bone with
cut-marks.

Discussion

The discovery of intentional and repetitive perimortem
cut-marks on human bones enables us to state that dif-
ferent burial practices existed in Early-Middle Neolithic
communities in the present territory of Lithuania. Differ-
ent people received different mortuary practices, and their
bodies were handled in distinct ways.

Some researchers have argued that people who migrated
from other communities might have been buried in dif-
ferent ways. We can look at individuals’ life stories from
different points of view, but the genetics, diet and chronol-
ogy of a buried individual could be the most telling. The
individual from grave 2 was genetically similar to other

individuals from burials in Kretuonas. The male individu-
als of the community carry Y-chromosomal haplogroup
of the I clade (i.e. I2alb), and the maternal lineage carry
mtDNA genomes from Holocene Scandinavian and West
European hunter-gatherers (i.e. U5) (Mittnik et al., 2018,

p- 6).

Previous attempts to establish the absolute chronology of
grave 2 were unsuccessful (Piliciauskas et al., 2017, p. 533),
but a sufficient yield in genetic data showed individuals
from graves 2 and 5 to be identical twins (Mittnik et al.,
2018, p. 9). Grave 5 was interred with a 25 to 30-year-old
male who was directly AMS dated to 4450-4340 cal BC
(5540+/-35 Poz-64677). With a known age at death of
both individuals from graves 2 and 5, it is calculated that
grave 2 is roughly 10 to 15 years older than grave 5. This
calculation places it somewhere in the middle of the 5th
millennium BC or the end of the Early Neolithic (Anta-
naitis-Jacobs and Girininkas 2002), although all absolute
dates from Kretuonas can be subjected to offsets caused by
freshwater reservoir eftect (FRE). The level of FRE remains
uncertain due to the limited work to date (Pili¢iauskas and
Heron 2015, p. 543).

The stable isotope analysis of Kretuonas materials was
attempted previously (Antanaitis and Ogrinc 2000;
Pili¢iauskas et al., 2017). Unfortunately, the insufficient
preservation of bone collagen or unreliable oxygen and
nitrogen ratios (DeNiro 1987) impeded the results. With
this level of preservation, it is hard to identify the life story
(i.e. migrations during their lifetime) of each individual.
The data that we have, however, enables us to see that indi-
viduals from Kretuonas fall into the general cluster of in-
land hunters-fishers, with a mixed diet of freshwater food
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Figure 4. Close-up views of the cut marks on the left humerus (a. anteromedial view; b. lateral view; c. laterodorsal view; d. medial
view; e. anterior view) (photograph by the author).
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Figure 6. Close-up views of the cut marks on the right femur (a. medial view; b. anteromedial view) (photograph by the author).
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and hunted forest animals, and with a substantial amount
of foraged plant food (Pili¢iauskas et al., 2017).

All the above-mentioned results show that the individuals
from Kretuonas cemetery were locals; all of them could
be traced back genetically to autochthons of post-glacial
Europe. Stable isotope analysis, although limited, shows
no deviation from the general east Baltic inland hunter-
fisher diet observed in neighbouring areas (Eriksson et
al., 2003; Torv 2016, pp. 197-211). The chronology of the
burials also falls within a short period of time, and shows
that this cemetery was probably used for several dozen to
several hundred years during the period 4500-4300 cal
BC, and its short usage appears to be the exception rather
than the rule for Stone Age cemeteries in the east Baltic
(Piliciauskas et al., 2017, p. 534).

The question arises, why was a person of local origin, the
same diet and the same chronology buried in a distinct
way, and why do parts of his skeleton have cut-marks?

Cases of human bones with cut-marks from the Stone Age
have been observed in numerous sites throughout Europe.
The earliest cases are found in the Palaeolithic bone as-
semblages from Gough’s Cave in England (Bello et al,
2011). Numerous cases are recorded in Mesolithic sites
at Kent’s Cavern, Grotte des Perrats, Noyen-sur-Seine,
Hardinxveld, and Drigge, to name but a few (Jones 2011,
Pp- 229, 231, 233, 240). The Neolithic period saw a major
change in burial practices brought in by farming commu-
nities. The East Baltic region, however, remained on the
fringes of the newly emerging farming world for a consid-
erably longer time, and hunter-gatherer burial traditions
persisted well into the Neolithic period (Nilsson Stutz
2010, p. 141). A change in burial traditions in the east Bal-
tic can only be seen in the middle of the 3rd millennium
BC (Torv 2016, p. 324), and can be associated with the
spread of Corded Ware culture. The geographically and
chronologically closest analogy to the Kretuonas case was
found in the Narva Joaorg I burial in Estonia (Torv 2016,
p- 215). Other researchers have pointed out that cut-marks
show the fact that cadavers of particular individuals were
manipulated after death, and certain parts of their bodies
were cut off as part of the burial ritual (Nilsson Stutz 2003;
Jones 2011; Torv 2016). Some researchers have taken their
interpretations a step further, and stated that loose human
bones, occasionally found in Stone Age occupation layers,
are fragments of once removed cadaver parts (Serensen
2016). Cut-marks found on the individual from Kretuonas
are interpreted as a sign of the removal of a certain part of
its body, leaving cut-marks while doing so. It is notewor-
thy that the occupation layer of the Kretuonas 1 site had
a considerable amount of loose human bones (Girininkas
2008), which might either have come from disturbed buri-
als (Girininkas 1998; Brazaitis 2002b), or be the remnants
of once ritualistically used cadaver parts that were later

disposed of, as is seen in other European sites (e.g. So-
rensen 2016). The abundance of cases with cut-marks in
European Stone Age material shows that different burial
practices existed simultaneously in each archaeological
period of the Stone Age. With the first case of cut-marks
in Lithuania, we see that this can be said about the Early-
Middle Neolithic communities that once lived here. The
works of other researchers support this notion.

Conclusions

Cases of cut-marks on human bones were discovered after
the re-analysis of skeletal remains from Kretuonas Early-
Middle Neolithic (5500/5300-3100/2900 cal BC) graves.
These are the first such cases found in Stone Age sites in
the present territory of Lithuania.

The discovery of cut-marks on human bones allows us to
prove that Early-Middle Neolithic communities in the
present territory of Lithuania belonged to a wider Euro-
pean circle of hunter-fisher communities, where different
burial practices with different people receiving different
mortuary practices, and their bodies being handled in dis-
tinct ways, is an established fact (Nilsson Stutz 2003; Jones
2011; Torv 2016).

To advance the understanding of Stone Age burial tradi-
tions in the east Baltic further, a complete re-analysis of
the anthropological material from old excavations has to
be done. This material may be informative, and may re-
veal new details that were previously overlooked. What is
more, the paradigm of burial archaeology in the east Bal-
tic always focused on the graves (i.e. the biological attrib-
utes of the deceased, the number and type of grave goods,
etc), rather than the burial practices. With a changed point
of view, and a more holistic and scientific approach to the
graves, new insights into the burial traditions may emerge,
especially bearing in mind the treasure trove archaeologi-
cal collection of Stone Age sites at the Zvejnieki and Olenii
Ostrov burial sites, the Lake Lubana area, the Kryvina
peat-bog site, the Serteya site, etc.
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KRETUONAS: ZMONIU KAULAI
SU PJOVIMO ZYMEMIS IR

JU REIKSME ANKSTYVOJO-
VIDURINIO NEOLITO LAIDOJIMO
TRADICIJOMS DABARTINEJE
LIETUVOS TERITORIJOJE

MANTAS DAUBARAS

Santrauka

Siame straipsnyje pristatomi nauji bioarcheologiniai atra-
dimai, padaryti i$ naujo perzitréjus 1980 m. tyrinéty Kre-
tuono 1B gyvenvietéje rasty kapy osteologine medziagg.
Perzitirint osteologine Kretuono 1B kapinyno medziaga,
ji buvo kruopsdiai valoma sausuoju badu ir analizuoja-
ma, naudojant mazo didinimo didinamajj stikla. I naujo
perziuréta ir istirta bioarcheologiné medziaga atskleidé
pirmuosius dabartinés Lietuvos teritorijoje zinomus peri-
mortalinius Zzmogaus kauly pjaustymo atvejus. Kape 2 pa-
laidoto 14-16 mety amZiaus nenustatytos lyties individo
kairysis Zastikaulis bei de$inysis $launikaulis turéjo pakar-
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toniniy, perimortaliniy pjaviy / kir¢iy zymiy, kurios buvo
atliktos astriu, precizi$ku jrankiu pjaunant isilgai kauly
isilginés asies, o véliau perlauziant juos skersai.

Zmoniy kauly su pjovimo / kapojimo Zzymémis suradimas
pats savaime néra unikalus ar vertas atskiro straipsnio,
taciau tokiy atvejy buvimas archeologinéje medziagoje
leidZia kelti klausimus apie vidurinio-vélyvojo neolito
(5500/5300-3100/2900 cal BC) bendruomeniy laidoji-
mo tradicijas. Siame straipsnyje, remiantis Kretuono 1B
medziaga bei europiniu archeologiniu kontekstu, gali-
ma teigti, jog dabartinéje Lietuvos teritorijoje vidurinia-
me-vélyvajame neolite gyvenusios bendruomenés turéjo
skirtingas laidojimo tradicijas. Ne su visais mirusiaisiais
buvo elgiamasi vienodai - dalis jy iki palaidojimo perei-
davo skirtingas laidojimo apeigas, kuriy metu galéjo buti
mésinéjami, atskiriamos tam tikros jy kino dalys. Tokie
atvejai yra nustatyti beveik visuose zinomuose Europos
kapinynuose, todél Kretuono bioarcheologinéje medzia-
goje surastas atvejis tik parodo, kad dabartinéje Lietuvos
teritorijoje gyvenusios bendruomenés buvo bendros euro-
pinés medziotojy-rankiotojy rituali$kai turtingos ir jvai-
rios laidosenos dalis.

Tikétina, kad i$§ naujo perzitréjus ankstesniy tyrinéjimy
metu Lietuvoje ir aplinkinése Salyse rasta akmens amziaus
laidojimo objekty bioarcheologing medziaga, bus nustaty-
ta ir daugiau panasiy atvejuy.



